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Vietnamese Americans: History, Education, and Societal Context 
 
Stacy M. Kulaa, Vinh Q. Tranb, Iraise E. Garciab, L. Erika Saitoc, and Susan J. Paikb 
 





While Asian Americans are often depicted as one high-achieving group, there are 
in fact a wide diversity of Asian American populations that each have their own 
history and acculturation experiences in the United States. Vietnamese Americans 
are a particularly unique group; having come with other Southeast Asian refugee 
groups after the Vietnam War, they are a relatively recent addition to U.S. society 
with very different circumstances of arrival in comparison with groups from other 
regions of Asia. This article takes a historical lens to understand the unique factors 
surrounding Vietnamese American entry to the United States—including policy, 
societal reception, co-ethnic community, and other barriers and opportunities—that 
shaped acculturation experiences for this group, influencing their subsequent 
educational and occupational outcomes. 
 
Keywords: Vietnamese American, Acculturation, Historical analysis, Educational 





Asian Americans have often been depicted as high achieving in both the popular media and a large 
portion of academic literature until recently (Paik et al., 2017; Poon et al., 2016; Shih et al., 2019). 
The problem with such narratives is it oversimplifies the variations in academic performance 
within and among the many Asian ethnic groups (Lee, 2015). Such a “model minority” stereotype 
can deprive the most vulnerable Asian American students of necessary educational assistance due 
to the assumption of their superior academic capability (Kagawa-Singer et al., 2011; Pang et al., 
2011). More broadly, it can also lead to a lack of political support in terms of access to educational 
programs or funding for services for Asian American groups at local, state, or federal levels (Paik 
et al., 2014). 
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Recent academic work on Asian American achievement in the past decade have discussed 
the issue of masked diversity (Paik et al., 2014; Paik et al., 2017). Nonetheless, Asian Americans 
are often still clumped together as one, especially when other racial/ethnic groups are part of the 
research (Kagawa-Singer et al., 2011; Pang et al., 2011). Hence, it is vital that data on Asian 
Americans be disaggregated, and that research focus on specific communities; this enables an 
understanding of the specific trajectories in academic performance and career pathways for these 
groups—in this case, Vietnamese Americans (Kula & Paik, 2016; Museus, 2013; Ngo & Lee, 
2007). When thinking of Asian groups by region, Southeast Asian groups who immigrated as a 
result of the Vietnam War have experienced the most divergent educational outcomes (Paik et al., 
2014), and the Vietnamese community is by far the largest of these groups. Their more recent and 
more complex history in the United States warrants further investigation into how factors of 
immigration and incorporation may have played a role in their educational outcomes.  
According to the 2017 American Community Survey, there are over 18 million Asian 
Americans in the United States, and those identifying as Vietnamese constitute the fourth largest 
ethnic group within this population, behind Chinese, Indians, and Filipinos (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2017). Compared to other Asian groups, Vietnamese and other Southeast Asian Americans did not 
have a significant presence in the United States until the end of the Vietnam War (Ngo & Lee, 
2007; Takaki, 1998). Since then, Vietnamese Americans have integrated into the social fabric of 
American society while bringing with them their unique historical, social, and educational 
experiences. 
 Historical analyses yield useful insights and perspectives on the immigration experiences 
of Vietnamese Americans for future educational research (Paik et al., 2014). Therefore, this paper 
aims at exploring the immigration experiences of Vietnamese Americans through a historical lens 
in order to understand their current social situation in the United States and their academic 
performance patterns. In doing so, the paper reviews the extant literature on the factors of 
Vietnamese immigration and incorporation in the United States, analyzing these factors in a new 
and systematic way through the framework to understand how they broadly explain educational 
patterns for this group today. 
 
 
Theoretical Framework: Modes of Incorporation 
 
This paper utilizes the Asian American modes of incorporation model, developed by Paik et al. 
(2014), who adapted the early work of Portes and Rumbaut (2014, 2001) to Asian American 
immigrant experiences, acculturation patterns, and educational outcomes. In particular, the model 
is used here to explore the historical, social, and political contexts of Vietnamese immigrant 
experiences. General descriptions of the factors in the model and detailed information on 




Immigration and related policies can be categorized as receptive, indifferent, or hostile (Portes & 
Rumbaut, 2014, 2001). Receptive policies encourage the targeted group to immigrate to the 
United States, often with assistance or other incentive programs. Early waves of Southeast  
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Asians, who were primarily Vietnamese, fall under this category (Paik et al., 2014). Indifferent 
policies allow pathways for legal immigration but without assistance for settlement, while hostile 




Another significant factor related to acculturation experiences of an immigrant group is the level 
of acceptance from society, which can range from non-prejudiced, to neutral, to prejudiced. A non-
prejudiced reception is positive in nature and would describe a welcoming posture by U.S. society 
in relation to immigration. A neutral reception relates to relative indifference—an incoming group 
might experience no active discrimination but would also not feel specifically welcomed into U.S. 
society—while a prejudiced reception would be characterized by discriminatory behavior of U.S. 
society toward a group based on negative stereotypes or general negative sentiment toward an 
incoming group. This factor helps to determine the quantity and quality of available jobs or other 
opportunities for the immigrant populations, as hiring practices might vary based on employers’ 
receptivity (in a non-prejudiced context) or reticence (in a prejudiced context) to hire immigrants 
from a particular group.  Discrimination, for example, may limit employment opportunities that 
lead to professional and social downgrades for immigrants in coming to the United States. 
Vietnamese Americans generally experienced prejudiced reception, despite some initial favorable 




The strength of co-ethnic communities refers to the potential sources of human, social, and cultural 
capital concentrated within each immigrant group, which can provide a buffer for barriers 
encountered by new immigrants, such as a lack of educational or economic opportunities (Paik et 
al., 2014; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). The community can be categorized as strong, weak, or 
dispersed, depending on the concentration of the community into enclaves, as well as the 
socioeconomic quality of such cohorts. Co-ethnic communities characterized as strong exhibit 
high levels of human and cultural capital, meaning that their members tend to have high levels of 
education and/or occupational expertise; such groups with concentrations of professionals and 
entrepreneurs are able to secure jobs in specialized fields or start businesses that benefit their own 
communities. Asian groups that are composed primarily of low-skilled laborers with less education 
are classified as weak, as their jobs are less likely to provide upward mobility for co-ethnic 
members and are also more susceptible to the effects of discrimination. Co-ethnic communities 
are dispersed if they do not tend to live in ethnic enclaves at all; in such cases, their members tend 
to rely on their individual human, social, and cultural capital to secure educational and 
occupational success.  
The terms “strong co-ethnic community” and “weak co-ethnic community” should not be 
confused with a sense of community, since Asian Americans are generally collectivist with strong 
ties to their ethnic groups; instead, these terms speak to the ways in which co-ethnic communities 
can provide their own opportunities for upward mobility. Paik et al. (2014) found that the initial 
wave of Vietnamese immigrants, mostly political refugees, despite their arrival with little capital 
and geographic distribution across the United States, were able to fairly quickly move to enclaves, 
utilizing their skills and educational backgrounds to effectively establish strong co-ethnic 
communities in these areas (Kula & Paik, 2016; Takaki, 1998). 
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Other Barriers & Opportunities 
 
There are other factors crucial to understanding Asian American immigration experiences (Paik et 
al., 2014). As the Vietnamese community arrived after 1965, they faced fewer challenges and 
barriers in terms of government policies than other Asian groups that came earlier when 
immigration from Asia was highly restricted (Chan, 1991; Takaki, 1998). The location or 
settlement pattern is another determining factor of the immigration experience. States like 
California or Texas provide greater resources to large co-ethnic communities and less pressure to 
acculturate than more rural areas with fewer resources (Chan, 1991; Portes & Rumbaut, 2014, 
2001; Takaki, 1998). Socioeconomic status (SES), occupation, and educational levels upon arrival 
to the United States are also significant. Generally, higher levels of education, more professional 
skills, or better class status can afford immigrants with more resources and opportunities. Lastly, 




Together, the factors of the Asian American modes of incorporation (Paik et al., 2014), described 
above, provide an overall explanatory model for the differences in educational outcomes for 
diverse groups. Academic attainment is controlled by a complex set of direct and indirect factors. 
Historical, social, and political variations can be instructive in depicting the immigration 
experiences as well as examining their pathways to access human, social, and cultural capital. 
While many early Asian immigrant groups are now considered high performers in the United 
States, Vietnamese Americans have shown mixed results in terms of academic achievement, 
having both high- and low-achieving students (David et al., 2017; Ngo & Lee, 2007; Takei et al., 
2013;). However, the population has fared notably better in schools than other Southeast Asian 
groups (Kula & Paik, 2016). The following sections will explore the application of this model to 
the Vietnamese American population, demonstrating its utility in broadly explaining educational 
and occupational outcomes for this group. 
 
 




The ancestral home of Vietnamese Americans is a region in Southeast Asia known as Indochina—
Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos—the three countries that were affected by the Vietnam War, are 
parts of that area. According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2017), around 1.8 million individuals 
identify as Vietnamese only in the United States, making up about 10% of the Asian American 
population. Compared with 2010 Census figures, when Vietnamese Americans (alone or in 
combination with other ethnicities) numbered around 1.7 million individuals, this represents an 
increase of about 17% (the increase is 11% if only those identifying solely as Vietnamese are 
included). Overall, therefore, Vietnamese Americans have shown substantial growth within a 
seven-year timeframe. According to Kula and Paik (2016), the Vietnamese population growth has 
occurred due to births as well as continued immigration from Vietnam. In general, Vietnamese 
reside near metropolitan coastal areas in the United States, such as California, Washington, Texas, 
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Virginia, and Florida. More Vietnamese live in California than any other state; approximately 36% 





Vietnamese culture is generally collectivist, with a strong influence from Confucianism and 
Mahayana Buddhism (Huang & Chang, 2017). Since the arrival of French Christian missionaries 
in feudal Vietnam, there has been a sizable population of Catholic Vietnamese; many of the first 
wave of Vietnamese immigrants who fled to the United States as refugees after the Fall of Saigon 
were from this group (Takaki, 1998). As such, the religious background of these immigrants is 
more diverse than that of other Southeast Asian Americans like Hmong or Cambodians (Moua & 
Lamborn, 2010). Regardless of religious background, Vietnamese children are taught to respect 
the elderly and preserve family honor and integrity through a strong work ethic and academic 
excellence (Mestechkina et al., 2014). According to Caplan et al. (1991), the relative educational 
success of Vietnamese Americans can partially be explained by the transmission of these 
traditional cultural principles throughout generations instead of fully embracing the new American 
social customs. In other words, the top-performing Vietnamese youths are often those who adhere 
to traditional values and do not become too assimilated to the dominant American culture, which 
might include changing values, social behavior, and/or dietary preferences to those commonly 
found in the United States (Anderson et al., 1993; Fu & VanLandingham, 2012). Such an 
assessment starkly contrasts with the idea that acculturation is the ideal approach for achieving 
prosperity in U.S. society (Zhou & Bankston, 1998). 
Like most Asian communities, Vietnamese Americans underline education as a pathway 
for moving upward in society (Robbins, 2004). Vietnamese parents frequently emphasize such 
beliefs with the hope that their children will internalize the traditional values and norms that will 
allow them to succeed academically in the future (Ngo & Lee, 2007). As such, schooling is an 
investment for a brighter future, which explains the level of involvement from Vietnamese parents 
in their children’s learning (Kibria, 1993; McBrien, 2011). Hence, family is a significant force 
behind the educational success of many Vietnamese Americans (Hung & Haines, 1996; Phan, 
2004). Vietnamese children are also expected to take on household responsibilities such as doing 
chores and aiding their younger siblings with homework, which can serve as a foundation for a 
good work ethic in the future (Caplan et al., 1991; Centrie, 2000).  
Success in education is often considered an essential duty for children in Vietnamese 
households. Grades and other school affairs are frequently the topics of discussion during dinners 
or family gatherings (Rutledge, 1992). High expectations in terms of academic achievement are 
not confined within families, but also extend to the broader ethnic community (Centrie, 2000; 
Kibria, 1993). Older members may intervene when a child expresses their unwillingness to study 
and remind them about the sacrifice and struggles that their parents had to endure coming to the 
United States (Conchas, 2006; Rutledge, 1992).  
However, specific cultural values may hinder the academic potential of some Vietnamese 
women (Conchas, 2006; Ngo & Lee, 2007). Researchers have noted that some parents may fear 
that if their daughters become too educated, they might have a difficult time finding spouses and, 
subsequently, building families (Pataray-Ching et al., 2006). Additionally, Vietnamese boys often   
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receive more support from their families and communities in terms of academics (Robbins, 2004); 
this, in turn, creates higher expectations for male students and may encourage them to study harder 




Vietnamese came with both higher and lower educational attainment (Bankston et al., 1997). 
Today, according to the U.S. Census Bureau (2017), 25% (approximately 543,000) have below a 
high school diploma, while 21% earned a high school diploma but have no college experience. In 
terms of higher education experience, there were about 22% of Vietnamese with some college 
experience and 20% with a college degree, while about 9.5% of the Vietnamese population held 
advanced graduate degrees. From 2010 to 2017, the number of Vietnamese Americans holding 
advanced degrees has increased by 4%. Overall, the educational attainment of the Vietnamese 
American population is lower than the total Asian American population but still higher than other 
Southeast Asian groups (Niedzwiecki & Duong, 2004). Educational attainment is also trending 
upward, with each generation more likely to attain higher degrees and/or qualifications overall 
than the generation prior. Some researchers have noted, however, that there is a subset of 
Vietnamese youth who exhibit lower attainment (Bui, 2018). Lee (2015) noted that this bifurcation 
is reflected in a characterization of Southeast Asian students as either high achievers or 
delinquents. Thus, though Vietnamese Americans are overall characterized as high achievers, 
particularly in comparison with other Southeast Asian groups (Lee et al., 2017; Zhou & Lee, 2017), 
Vietnamese Americans have some mixed achievement and attainment outcomes.  
In terms of occupational trends, Vietnamese Americans occupy a mix of working-class and 
professional industries (Niedzwiecki & Duong, 2004). In 2017, the U.S. Census Bureau reported 
that among major occupations, Vietnamese were most likely to work in management, business, 
science, and the arts, (34.5%) and as well as in service industries (29.3%). A fair amount worked 
in sales and office occupations (16.8%) and in production, transportation, and material moving 
(14.6%). They were least likely to work in natural resources, construction, and maintenance 
occupations (4.8%). About 10.7% of employed Vietnamese workers identify as self-employed, 
indicating a high degree of entrepreneurship (Le, 2019). 
 
 
The Immigration History of Vietnamese Americans 
 
While Asian immigrants have been immigrating to the United States since the 1800s, the 
Vietnamese presence was not prominent until the 1970s. According to Takaki (1998), there were 
just 603 South Vietnamese living in the United States in 1964, comprised of students, 
professionals, and political ambassadors. While early Asian immigrants came to the United States 
mostly for economic reasons, the Vietnamese were forced to relocate their lives to the United States 
due to the aftermath of the Vietnam War. The first wave of Vietnamese were not immigrants by 
choice, but rather by necessity, as refugees. 
The French government colonized Vietnam in the late 1800s for about six decades (Huong 
& Fry, 2004). Under the leadership of Ho Chi Minh, the Viet Minh fought the French in a bid to 
gain Vietnam’s independence. In 1956, in Geneva, the French and the Viet Minh signed an 
agreement to cease fire and temporarily created a line of demarcation at the seventeenth parallel 
(latitude 17 degrees North), which consequently divided the country into two sections, the North 
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and South (Hall, 2000). In 1957, a civil war broke out in Vietnam, with the North led by Ho Chi 
Minh who was supported by Communist China and the Soviet Union, and the South headed by 
Ngo Dinh Diem who gained U.S. support. Over time, the U.S. involvement grew in the civil 
conflict through the presidencies of Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon. On April 30th, 1975, the 
Vietnam War ended with the capture of Saigon by the Northern Vietnamese army. South Vietnam 




A week before the Fall of Saigon, the United States began to evacuate American and Vietnamese 
soldiers (Takaki, 1998); 10,000 to 15,000 Vietnamese people were initially evacuated from 
Vietnam before April 30th. Most of these individuals were military personnel from the Army of 
the Republic of Vietnam and their families (Lipman, 2014; Rumbaut, 2006). These individuals did 
not have any other choice but to migrate to the United States or face dire consequences under the 
new regime. In the last days of April, 86,000 additional Vietnamese were airlifted by American 
helicopters. Thousands of men, women, children fled to the American Embassy, airports, and 
various barges to escape persecution. 
Approximately 130,000 Vietnamese refugees were given asylum in the United States in 
1975 (Takaki, 1998). Upon arrival to the United States, the U.S. government placed over 100,000 
refugees in four camps located in U.S. military bases: Camp Pendleton, California; Eglin Air Force 
Base, Florida; Fort Indiantown Gap, Pennsylvania; and Fort Chaffee, Arkansas (Lipman, 2014; 
Rumbaut, 1996). Fort Chaffee held 24,000 Vietnamese at any single point in time, and over 50,000 
refugees were processed there in 1975, making it the largest refugee camp in the United States 
(Lipman, 2014; Takaki, 1998). The U.S. policy intended to send the refugees to live under 
sponsorships throughout the nation, in order to encourage rapid assimilation and lessen the burden 
on any one community. However, in practice, some states, like California, ended with a 
disproportionate number of refugees (Rumbaut, 1996). Additionally, many refugees left the 
communities where they were placed and resettled near kin or other co-ethnics they had met in the 
camps (Desbarats, 1985; Kula & Paik, 2016). By 1980, 75% of the refugee population resided in 
four states (Desbarats, 1985); by 2000, 40% of Vietnamese (440,000) resided in California alone 
(Ling et al., 2015). These large numbers of “secondary migrations” led to the establishment of 
ethnic enclaves with a high concentration of Vietnamese immigrants. In the Western states, “Little 
Saigons” began to form (Dorais, 2010; Liu & Geron, 2008).  
This first wave of Vietnamese refugees (1975-1978) were generally educated, had lived in 
the cities, and had achieved some financial stability prior to their arrival, though they had to 
abandon any wealth as they fled Vietnam (Rutledge, 1992). About 20% had a college degree, and 
about 38% had completed high school (Kelly, 1986), while almost 65% knew how to speak English 
well or with some fluency (Takaki, 1998). Due to French colonization and American involvement 
in South Vietnam, the Vietnamese in the first wave were somewhat familiar with Western culture 
and values. About 50% of the refugee population were Christians, primarily Catholics, and half 
were women (Takaki, 1998). 
The refugees, as they settled in the United States, encountered a country that had 
experienced significant political, economic, and social upheaval. The Watergate scandal had forced 
the resignation of President Nixon in 1974, less than one year prior to the fall of Saigon. 
Additionally, clashes related to the Vietnam War had rocked the nation for over a decade, as more 
and more Americans came to oppose U.S. involvement prior to the fall of Saigon (Harrison, 1993). 
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Between 1979 through 1982, the second wave of refugees from Vietnam began to arrive. After the 
establishment of a unified Vietnam under the Communist Party, there was a mass exodus to 
temporary encampments, mostly in Thailand, which eventually provided passage as refugees to 
the United States, especially among Vietnamese with Chinese heritage (Freeman, 1995; Rumbaut, 
1989). Additionally, in the early 1980s, the Sino-Vietnam War erupted, and continuous restrictive 
trade with countries created economic hardships in Vietnam (Dosch & Vuving, 2008). These 
second-wave refugees who fled persecution or economic disaster tended to come from rural areas, 
and were mostly comprised of farmers with little to no educational background (Rumbaut, 2006). 
Throughout the War, as well as in the years waiting in camps, the second wave of 
Vietnamese had experienced personal trauma and family separation. The trauma of their escape 
from Vietnam, leaving their loved ones behind, uncertainty of their future, language limitations, 
downward mobility, and cultural clashes between Vietnamese and American ways of life, had 
grave psychosocial effects on many of the refugees (Bach & Carroll-Seguin, 1986; Montero & 
Dieppa, 1982; Silverman, 2010). Additionally, the United States government continued to 
intentionally place the Vietnamese refugees across all states (Kula & Paik, 2016; Montero & 
Dieppa, 1982; Takaki, 1998). Consequently, the dispersion of refugees denied access to ethnic 
enclaves that usually provide economic opportunities and support in acclimating to a new 
environment (Kelly, 1986; Montero & Dieppa, 1982; Silverman, 2010). 
These refugees were relatively uneducated and unskilled with limited English skills and no 
training in industrial jobs in the United States at the time (Rumbaut, 2006; Rutledge, 1992). As 
such, these barriers to prosperity were much more challenging to overcome than those experienced 




The third wave arrived in smaller numbers, in comparison to the first and second waves, starting 
in the mid-1980s through the 1990s (Rumbaut, 2006). New policies and programs, such as the 
Amerasian Homecoming Act, Orderly Departure Program, and the Humanitarian Operations, 
aimed to bring and support the remaining victims of the Vietnam War to America. The Amerasian 
Homecoming Act was issued in 1982 for the reunification of Vietnamese children, as well as 
Korean, Laotian, Cambodian, and Thai, to their American fathers in the United States (Chuong & 
Van, 1994). This legislative act did not permit mothers nor half-siblings of the Amerasians to 
immigrate. The Orderly Departure Program offered education and employment programs to 
refugees. Both the Orderly Departure Program and the Humanitarian Operation were part of the 
sponsorship program, which focused on the family reunification and resettlement process 
(including job employment, housing, accessing medical care, and adjustment to American life). 
While a high number of the third wave were classified as refugees, over time, more and more of 
the new arrivals came as regular immigrants. The level of education was limited for the third wave 
refugees, and they tended to have inadequate job skills to succeed in U.S. industries (Rumbaut, 
2006). This refugee group was able to assimilate directly into well-established Vietnamese ethnic 








New Millennium  
 
From 2000 to the present day, the new millennium shows a steady growth pattern of Vietnamese 
immigrants. Comparing the 2010 and 2017 foreign-born U.S. Census data, the Vietnamese foreign-
born population has increased by 12% (154,076) over seven years. Vietnamese immigrants are 
now the sixth-largest foreign-born group in the country (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). Vietnamese 
immigrants continue to reside in California (39%), Texas (13%), as well as Washington and Florida 
(4%). One-third of Vietnamese reside in metropolitan areas like Los Angeles (19%), San Jose 
(8%), and Houston, at 6% (Batalova & Alperin, 2018). About 66% have limited English 
proficiency (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). 
 
 
Modes of Incorporation for Vietnamese Americans 
 
Factors that impacted the lives of Vietnamese Americans include government policy, societal 
receptivity, and co-ethnic community; additionally, location, class status, occupation, and English 




The United States’ involvement in the Vietnam War resulted in receptive government policies for 
Vietnamese refugees. After the Geneva Convention of 1954, which divided Vietnam into two 
partitions—North and South, the United States subtly supported the Republic of Vietnam, in order 
to oppose the expansion of communism (Hagopian, 2009). However, it was not until early 1960 
that the United States began to be heavily involved in the Vietnam War under presidents Kennedy 
and Johnson. After the fall of Saigon in 1975, the United States retired its forces. As a result, the 
United States aided the evacuation of over 130,000 refugees. 
Due to the U.S. involvement in Vietnam, President Gerald Ford issued the Indochina 
Migration and Refugee Assistance Act (IMRA) on May 13, 1975 (Silverman, 2010). Under this 
act, Vietnamese refugees, as well as other Southeast Asian groups affected by the War, received 
assistance from the government to resettle in the United States. The program established relocation 
agencies that would seek sponsors, such as churches, American families, former refugees, and 
businesses, to help in the resettlement process, especially financially (Norman, 1983; Kelly, 1986). 
The refugees were given special legal status, aided in relocation, and paired with sponsors to help 
with job placement and living expenses (Hing, 1997; Kelly, 1986; Valverde, 1992). A supplemental 
program called the Indochina Refugee Children Assistance Act of 1976 was also funded under the 
IMRA. It provided educational financial assistance for children. From 1975 to 1978, the United 
States spent about 1 billion dollars implementing the IMRA (Norman, 1983). While the IMRA was 
scheduled to expire in 1977, it continued until 1980, when it was replaced by the Refugee Act of 
1980 (Norman, 1983). This legislation continued to accept and assist refugees throughout the 
United States by providing resettlement services such as job training, employment counseling, 
daycare, English language instruction, physical and mental health care, social services, and special 
educational projects for refugee children (Norman, 1983). States were mandated to provide a plan 
for resettlement services and to assign a coordinator of refugee affairs. 
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In 1979, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees along with the Socialist 
Republic of Vietnam established the Orderly Departure Program, which allowed legal immigration 
from Vietnam. This program assisted family members of Vietnamese American refugees, who 
lived in Vietnam as well as in refugee camps around the world, safe passage to the United States 
(Kumin, 2008). Over a million people emigrated from Vietnam through the Orderly Departure 
Program (Kumin, 2008).  
Additionally, the war left Vietnam with approximately 30,000 Amerasian children, born to 
Vietnamese women but fathered by American men, mostly soldiers (Valverde, 1992). These 
Amerasian children suffered rejection from both parents’ countries. In Vietnam, the children’s 
fatherless status marginalized them in society, and they were persecuted due to their parental 
lineage to America (Valverde, 1992). In response, the United States issued the Amerasian Act of 
1982. The law provided Amerasians from Vietnam, Laos, Korea, Cambodia, and Thailand, who 
were fathered by U.S. servicemen or citizens, legal entrance to the United States. This act did not 
apply to their mothers nor relatives. However, in 1987, the Amerasian Act was expanded to allow 
Amerasian children to enter the United States with their immediate families (Kula & Paik, 2016). 
Arrivals via the Amerasian Acts of 1982 and 1987 were given “immigrant” rather than “refugee” 
status, thereby denying them all the services and benefits offered to refugees (Valverde, 1992). 
However, on October 28, 1987, the Amerasian Homecoming Act gave Amerasians born between 
1962 and 1977 immigration status with refugee benefits and services. Amerasians applicants had 
to prove American paternity through documentation, such as birth certificates, marriage licenses, 
and letters or photos of the father (Valverde, 1992). About 83,000 immigrants entered the United 




Though the government policies were receptive to Vietnamese immigration, societal reception was 
prejudiced overall for the new arrivals. The Vietnam War ignited fiery debates in the United States 
in the 1960s (Hagopian, 2009; Schreiber, 1973). Some Americans saw the war as a fight against 
communism (Brown, 1981), while others viewed it as a tragic loss of American lives (Hagopian, 
2009). With such division and hostility, Vietnamese refugees were stuck in the middle of the 
controversy. Transitioning to a new location with a different culture and language gave rise to high 
levels of discrimination (Kim et al., 2019). According to a survey in 1992, 70% of Southeast Asian 
refugee children reported that they had experienced discrimination regarding their race (Zhou & 
Xiong, 2005). Like many Asian immigrant groups, the Vietnamese endured racial slurs and name-
calling (Takaki, 1998). Limited English proficiency, culture, and low socioeconomic status were 
other areas of discrimination. Vietnamese were continuously treated as second-rate citizens (Tseng, 
2007). Many men faced low wage paying jobs or unemployment (Rutledge, 1992). In Texas, on 
the Gulf Coast, Vietnamese fishers were threatened, and some killed, by the Ku Klux Klan because 
the refugees were perceived as a threat to their job market (Takaki, 1998). During this time, 
unemployment was high, at 9%, and many Americans feared that refugees would take over the 
few jobs available (Montero & Dieppa, 1982). 
The United States, along with other countries, assumed the historical responsibility of 
Southeast Asian refugees by providing refugee programs (Tseng, 2007). Volunteer agencies, 
known as VolAgs, provided services, such as housing placement, orientation, and sponsorship to 
refugees. These refugee assistance programs relied on U.S. citizens to volunteer. However, as more 
and more Vietnamese entered the United States in the 1980s, the American people began to feel 
10




“compassion fatigue,” an attitude of active hostility that derived from providing resources to 
refugees in need over a long period (LeMaster & Zall, 1983). This was complicated by economic 
crises in the late 1970s when the United States entered a recession while continuing to fund refugee 
programs at the cost of over a billion dollars. Some agencies encouraged refugees to seek and 




While there were a small number of Vietnamese residing in the United States before the conclusion 
of the Vietnam War, it was not until 1975 that there were massive upticks in immigration from 
Vietnam after the collapse of the Republic of Vietnam (Rumbaut, 2006; Takaki, 1998). This initial 
wave of refugees in the United States was scattered in multiple locations by the government in 
order to accelerate integration in American society and to prevent few states from taking on the 
massive fiscal burden (Desbarats, 1985). Specifically, most of these Vietnamese were spread out 
in one of the four federally run transition camps (Montero & Dieppa, 1982): Pendleton (California), 
Fort Chaffee (Arkansas), Eglin (Florida), and Fort Indiantown Gap (Pennsylvania). During their 
time there, Vietnamese refugees formed personal relationships that served as a basis for their future 
ethnic network. After receiving basic training for integrating into American society at these camps, 
the Vietnamese population was relocated to various locations with the help of VolAgs, which 
included non-profit organizations, churches, and other such groups. The result was a high level of 
dispersion among the first-wave Vietnamese immigrants (Desbarats, 1985), with little chance of 
forming ethnic communities had the refugees maintained their initial settlements in the United 
States. 
However, a combination of the desire to be close to those with the same cultural bond and 
more significant social incentives from individual states like California resulted in a secondary 
migration, driving many Vietnamese to relocate and concentrate in specific areas, creating the 
foundation for co-ethnic communities (Paik et al., 2014; Portes & Zhou, 1993; Rumbaut, 2006). 
This was partially due to the personal networks formed during the time at the government camps. 
The first wave of Vietnamese immigrants also had certain advantages that helped to 
accelerate the formation of ethnic communities once they concentrated in certain areas. These 
included a relatively higher level of education and business or entrepreneurial backgrounds, as 
well as a certain degree of proficiency in English (Desbarats, 1985; Kelly, 1986). The majority of 
these immigrants came from more developed cities, especially Saigon, in Southern Vietnam, many 
of whom had owned business or possessed other professional skills. The higher frequency of 
interaction with Americans, such as U.S. soldiers or diplomats, meant more familiarity with U.S. 
bureaucracy and, significantly, the English language. All in all, even with little financial capital, 
these experiences translated to a relatively highly prepared immigrant population that could 
navigate U.S. institutions and lay the foundation for strong co-ethnic communities (Kula & Paik, 
2016). 
Due to the social and economic infrastructure established by the more educated and 
experienced first-wave Vietnamese Americans, immigrants from second and third waves had less 
difficulty settling down in the new country (Kim, 2002; Kula & Paik, 2016). While the later waves 
were generally not as educated or having other forms of social and professional capitals, they 
brought with them a sizable amount of human capital that helped strengthen the new formed ethnic  
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enclaves and ensure the possibility of future Vietnamese American populations (Rumbaut, 2006). 
Consequently, Vietnamese Americans, as a whole, have a relatively strong co-ethnic community 
in the United States which benefited later waves (Kelly, 1986; Portes & Rumbaut, 2014). 
 
Other Barriers and Opportunities 
 
Like any immigrant group, Vietnamese Americans came with a unique set of resources but also 
faced unique challenges. Many refugees from the first wave and a few from the second possessed 
advanced education and professional training. Nonetheless, like many Asian groups before them, 
most Vietnamese immigrants had to accept downgrades in their social and professional status when 
first arriving in the United States, even though they had relevant, but not recognized, degrees and 
credentials (Anderson, 2005; Bach & Carroll-Seguin, 1986; Takaki, 1998). The situation was 
worse for most of the second- and third-wave Vietnamese immigrants since they had little 
education or specialized skills, forcing them to settle for manual labor jobs at minimum wage 
(Rumbaut, 2006). However, the sizable portion of Chinese Vietnamese within the broader 
Vietnamese American community was able to secure additional financial capital from Chinese 
investors abroad, strengthening businesses in these ethnic enclaves (Aguilar-San Juan, 2009). 
In terms of settlement locations, they were able to put down roots in different parts of the 
country after relocation by the government (Desbarats, 1985; Kelly, 1986), unlike pre-1965 Asian 
immigrants who were mostly restricted to Hawaii and the western coast of the United States. They 
ended up establishing ethnic towns close to metropolitan areas in coastal states, most notably 
California (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). Unfortunately, these communities were often adjacent to 
high-poverty areas with low-performing schools, negatively impacting some Vietnamese 
American children (Hidalgo & Bankston, 2008; Zhou & Xiong, 2005). Even with the collective 
social and material resources from the Vietnamese community, the effects of living in such areas 
could still be seen in the subsequent academic performance of the later Vietnamese American 
population, particularly for those who were not as engaged in the co-ethnic community (Hidalgo 
& Bankston, 2008; Paik et al., 2014). 
Other forms of capital were also eroded over time as less educated waves of Vietnamese 
immigrants came and outnumbered the more English fluent refugees from the first wave (Kula & 
Paik, 2016). Immigrants from later waves who had never been through government-run camps in 
the United States did not have that avenue for learning English and understanding the American 
society, despite the basic skills taught at these camps. The concentration of many individuals with 
a shared language and inadequate schooling may have lessened the will and need to learn English, 
possibly contributing to the fact that many parents of second-generation Vietnamese Americans 
were still not able to speak English well into the 2000s, as reported by their children (Niedzwiecki 
& Duong, 2004).  
Lastly, many Vietnamese refugees, as well as other Southeast Asian groups, were 
involuntary immigrants fleeing from their homelands, unlike earlier waves of Asians (Takaki, 
1998). Along the way, family members were separated, and many never had the chance to see each 
other again; the experience was particularly damaging to children (Harding & Looney, 1977). This 
had considerable impacts on refugees’ psychological well-being with long-term consequences, 
potentially affecting their ability to integrate into American society or assist their children in 
education (Kula & Paik, 2016). While such trauma was noted while the refugees were being 
processed in federal camps, no serious attempts from the government were made subsequently to  
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address the matter (Montero & Dieppa, 1982). Given the severity of such an issue, the 
psychological health of Vietnamese immigrants is an essential factor in understanding the trend in 
the academic performance of this population. 
 
Linking the Past to Current Educational Outcomes 
 
The educational experiences of Vietnamese in the United States are influenced by American 
government policies, societal reception, co-ethnic communities, and other barriers and 
opportunities, such as time of arrival, location, and English proficiency. The combination of these 
factors can be linked to a mixed level of academic attainment for Vietnamese Americans. 
An examination of Vietnamese immigrants to the United States reveals that receptive 
government policies, co-ethnic enclaves, location, time, and some English proficiency gave 
significant advantages for survival in a new setting. Through favorable government policies, 
Vietnamese refugees were able to survive financially due to government assistance. These 
resources granted Vietnamese the ability to focus on other pressing matters like education and 
upward mobility. By being placed at military camps for a limited time, Vietnamese immigrants 
were allowed to establish social networks, building social capital which would later help establish 
co-ethnic communities for future waves of immigration, a crucial factor for academic 
advancement. 
Government relocation agencies were established to aid in the resettlement process by 
seeking sponsorship from churches, businesses, and American families to assist in job placement 
and living expenses. These resources and personal connections established stability for these 
families. Job placement granted Vietnamese immigrants valuable experience in a new field, 
consequently expanding their education and social network. Employment is a crucial factor to rise 
against poverty. Supplemental programs, such as the Indochina Refugee Children Assistance Act 
of 1976, provided educational and financial assistance for children. This act specifically targeted 
the educational needs of Vietnamese students to prepare institutions for their academic 
advancement. Refugees were given legal status, which provided more significant opportunities for 
upward mobility in terms of educational attainment. Many of the first waves of refugees were 
educated and had some English proficiency, which helped them maneuver through the American 
and educational systems. This wave of refugees established the foundation for future Vietnamese 
immigrants and Vietnamese Americans. 
The experiences of second and third wave of Vietnamese refugees reveal that receptive 
government policies alone are not enough. While government support and resettlement assistance 
were critical for their survival, many of the second and third waves of Vietnamese refugees arrived 
with limited language and job skills. Limited English proficiency and low socioeconomic status 
negatively affected their academic advancement in an English-only educational system. In 
response, resettlement services provided English instruction and social services (Norman, 1983), 
with the intent to equip the Vietnamese community with the ability to communicate in their new 
setting, build bridges with the U.S. citizens, and open employment opportunities from mainstream 
society. Not only were Vietnamese immigrants from the second and third wave limited in English 
proficiency, but they were also less educated and had fewer professional skills than those from the 
first wave. As a result, parents from these waves may not have had adequate resources nor the 
English ability to assist their children’s education both inside and outside of school. 
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While receptive government policies fostered an initial receptive social response of 
compassion toward Vietnamese refugees through their experiences with VolAgs, as time 
progressed, Vietnamese refugees were overall negatively received by mainstream society. As 
government policies intensified their financial support toward refugees, mainstream society 
viewed them as an economic threat and burden. The American people began to feel “compassion 
fatigue” since resources were provided for an extended period (LeMaster & Zall, 1983). High rates 
of unemployment stoked fears that refugees would exacerbate job insecurity (Montero & Dieppa, 
1982); this limited occupational opportunities in mainstream employment. Consequently, 
Vietnamese immigrants often depended upon their co-ethnic communities for employment. Within 
these communities, Vietnamese Americans were afforded security against the initial hostility from 
society while also enjoying friendlier businesses and services along with the prospect of 
employment for new settlers with low professional experience. Because of such collective support, 
older Vietnamese Americans could focus on providing resources for their children, allowing them 
to excel academically. 
The United States government made a great effort to place Vietnamese refugees across all 
states to force rapid assimilation and to avoid placing a fiscal burden on the states and surrounding 
communities (Kula & Paik, 2016; Montero & Dieppa, 1982; Takaki, 1998). Unfortunately, the 
dispersion of refugees denied them initial access to ethnic enclaves that usually provide economic 
opportunities, support in acclimating to a new environment, and access to educational 
advancement (Kelly, 1986; Montero & Dieppa, 1982; Silverman, 2010), forcing them to either 
acclimate where they were placed to engage in a costly secondary migration to access their co-
ethnic communities. Socially, many Vietnamese immigrants, especially the newly arrived, were 
wary about venturing outside their ethnic islands; as such, parents, while stressing the importance 
of academic success, also rarely participated in school events (Davis & McDaid, 1992). This reality 
may have added to the struggle of Vietnamese American youth who were already trying to adjust 
to the new social setting. Many Vietnamese ethnic enclaves are located in the desirable 
metropolitan and coastal areas; at the same time, these communities are also adjacent to socially 
and financially disadvantaged neighborhoods. As such, Vietnamese American youth who stay 
engaged in their local co-ethnic communities can draw from its cultural resources, while those who 
assimilate into mainstream American culture may adopt values counter to academic success 
(Bankston & Zhou, 1997). Along with the other factors in the model, these forces together may 
explain some of the mixed academic achievement seen in the Vietnamese American community. 
The strong co-ethnic communities of the Vietnamese Americans, as well as their specific 
placements, have been mostly beneficial for the subsequent academic performance of the 
population. Ethnic enclaves certainly provide a considerable amount of assistance to new 
Vietnamese immigrants as well as those of second and later generations. 
For most immigrants, the transition to the United States, encountering a new location with 
a different culture and language, was experienced in tandem with high levels of discrimination 
(Kim et al., 2019). Racial discrimination affects a person’s health, poses barriers to upward 
mobility in employment, and limits an individual’s accumulation of wealth (Blank et al., 2004). 
Children reported that they had experienced discrimination concerning their race (Zhou & Xiong, 
2005), which undoubtedly included their school environment. Blank et al. (2004) noted that 
discrimination in primary education can negatively affect the outcomes of secondary school and 
college access. Every single act of discrimination builds barriers and oppresses. Vietnamese were 
continuously treated as second-rate citizens (Tseng, 2007). 
  
14




Other factors have also either directly or indirectly contributed to the mixed education 
performance of the Vietnamese. One prominent hurdle was the fact that they were less familiar 
with American institutions and social structure, creating more burden for Vietnamese American 
youth in navigating the education pipeline to higher education. Another barrier involved the long-
term psychological effects of traumas many Vietnamese immigrants had to endure during their 
journey coming to the United States. Without any recourse to remedy these issues, it might be 
difficult for many Vietnamese Americans to reach a high level of academic performance. 
In terms of positive forces, the religious traditions of the Vietnamese American 
community, including Catholicism, Confucianism, or Mahayana Buddhism, all emphasize respect 
for elders and preserving family honor through, in part, academic excellence. Those who 
internalize these tenets may become more resilient in school and beyond—another way in which 
engagement with the co-ethnic community served as a positive factor toward high achievement.  
Overall, the relatively high education attainment of Vietnamese Americans can be 
attributed to the favorable government policies and their strong co-ethnic communities. However, 
prejudice from societies and other obstacles that emerged from migrating to the United States may 
have impeded the economic or academic potential of this particular population. 
 
 
Conclusion and Implications 
 
Given the diversity within the Asian American community, it is important to gain more 
understanding of the past and present circumstances of each of these groups. This is especially 
important for the Vietnamese population due to their recent but turbulent immigration experiences 
that can be linked to mixed academic performance. This paper systematically and comprehensively 
brought together the extant research in providing an application of Paik et al.’s (2014) model, 
which demonstrates the importance of the history and context of Vietnamese immigration and 
incorporation in terms of their influence on current educational and occupational outcomes for this 
group. As the existing research is relatively sparse in comparison to other minority groups, more 
research on Vietnamese Americans is needed to inform key stakeholders on how to best support 
their students and communities at different levels. Specifically, research on best practices for 
educating Vietnamese American students represents an area of research that may further assist 
practitioners as well as policymakers in ensuring that such students are well served by U.S. 
educational institutions. 
Overall, favorable government policy and a strong co-ethnic community have helped 
Vietnamese Americans in becoming an integral part of U.S. society. Therefore, it is essential that 
government policies continue to support the needs of this population, as well as other immigrant 
groups. It is imperative that more research be conducted on the co-ethnic enclaves, especially 
focused on how Vietnamese Americans draw from these resources to aid in increased educational 
outcomes. However, it is important to note that these factors alone may not be enough to overcome 
the challenges posed by prejudice, combined with the lack of education, language, and job skills 
from the later waves of Vietnamese immigrants. 
As such, specific solutions are needed to tackle the obstacles preventing Vietnamese 
American students from excelling. While discrimination has perhaps become less intense in 
today’s society, Vietnamese Americans are facing a different form of social pressure: the model 
minority stereotype. Although a relatively large portion of Vietnamese students are doing well in 
school, educational practitioners must be aware that this is not the case for everyone. Thus, a fair 
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expectation should be placed on Vietnamese Americans, meaning they should have the opportunity 
to get help in school when struggling. English language learning services and bilingual services 
can also provide tremendous help to Vietnamese speaking parents and elders in order to create 
bridges between school and home (Wong et al., 2011; Ying & Han, 2008). 
Programs that can address different psychological issues can improve the mental well-
being of both Vietnamese students and their parents, allowing them to do better in school (Kim et 
al., 2019; Sangalang et al., 2017). After all, subsequent generations of Vietnamese Americans have 
become more westernized while still having to come to terms with their ethnic roots at home and 
the immediate community. Services that can help facilitate a discussion on the sense of belonging 
and the shift in culture for both students and parents may prevent a misunderstanding from the 
cultural clash at home and beyond. For those who have undergone traumatic experiences while 
migrating from Vietnam to the United States, appropriate therapy programs could aid these 
immigrants in their journey to reach normalcy in everyday life and give them the chance to further 
aid their children in doing well in schools. 
To put any of these initiatives in motion, however, requires that government agencies and 
other stakeholders work closely with Vietnamese American communities to gain useful insights 
from their experiences here in the United States. Through such an attempt, the Vietnamese 
community will be more integrated and become further invaluable for the modern American 
society, unleashing its full potential. 
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